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In 2000, one out of every three Hispanic students dropped out of school before completing the
12th grade.

  

There is a high correlation between English language ability and staying in school. In other
words, Hispanic students with good English skills have a much better chance of graduating.

  

These facts and more came out of a 2003 report of the President’s Advisory Commission on
Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans.

  

The most accurate predictor of a student’s achievement in school is not income or social status,
but the extent to which the student’s family is able to create a home environment that
encourages learning; communicate high, yet reasonable, expectations for their children’s
achievement and future careers; and become involved in their children’s education at school
and in the community.

  

Rosa Reyes-Prosen, a member of the board at the College of Lake County and chairwoman of
Congressman Mark Kirk’s Latino Advisory Board, can attest to the importance of the three
success predictors above. When her mother came to this county from Panama, she was the
oldest of the family’s 14 children.

  

“She was not able to complete grade school because she was needed at home. She never
learned to read and could not get a driver’s license. But somehow she struggled and set
expectations for my brother, my two sisters and me,” Reyes-Prosen said.

  

When Kirk shared the report of the President’s Advisory Commission with his Latino Advisory
Board, Reyes-Prosen and other board members hatched the idea of a program that would help
mothers of young children improve their English skills.
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If mothers could speak and read English at a higher level, they could not only help their children
with their homework, but become more integrated into the wider community.

  

The new program, aptly called FIRST for Families Involved in Reading Stories Together, has
five components. Moms take English as a Second Language classes while their preschoolers
have their own activities. The program also has a parenting component, a library education
component as well as parent and child together activities. Kirk secured a $248,000 federal grant
to launch the program that will be administered by the College of Lake County.

  

I asked Reyes-Prosen how the program would be advertised to the Hispanic community. After
all, if literacy is an issue, you can hardly put up a sign or advertise in the newspaper.

  

She explained that information spreads quickly by word of mouth in the close-knit Hispanic
community. There will also be Spanish brochures at the public libraries and at existing ESL
classes, child care centers, churches and schools. The brochures have been designed in a
simple manner, therefore if parents have minimal reading skills they will still be able to
disseminate the information.

  

I really like the fact that this program builds on existing programs. For example, the College of
Lake County already takes a leadership role with literacy in Lake County as a part of their adult
and continuing education programs.

  

Other partners include the Adult Learning Connection, Literacy Volunteers of Lake County and
three libraries: Waukegan Public Library, Round Lake Area Library and Zion-Benton Public
Library. The federal grant will support more classes at the three libraries and establish classes
in other locations.

  

“We hope the FIRST program will provide every Spanish-speaking, young mother and father
with the opportunity to learn English before their child is old enough for homework,” Kirk said.
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“Helping parents help their children with homework will build strong families and send better
prepared students to school. Encouraging parents and their children to use computers, enjoy
books and utilize library resources together will help close the language gap and give our kids
the tools they need to succeed in school.”

  

For details about the FIRST program, call (847) 543-2021. For assistance in Spanish, call (847)
543-2023 and ask for Anyela.
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